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Honorable Commissioners, 

We were very disappointed to read in today’s Los Angeles Times an opinion piece by the 
Commission’s President that asserted the intention to breach USC’s lease rights and to 
interfere with USC’s naming rights contract with United Airlines. As the Commission’s 
President admitted, in 2013 the Commission transferred to USC control of the stadium 
and the authorization to sell naming rights for the Coliseum. To set the record straight, I 
am detailing below the facts that led to the 2013 lease between the Commission and USC, 
following years of the Coliseum’s decline when it was under the Commission’s control. I 
am also writing for the benefit of the newer Commissioners, who may not be aware of the 
Commission’s own efforts to sell the Coliseum’s name - and how those naming rights 
have long been the primary source of revenue to complete the necessary stadium 
renovations that USC has kept on track to be completed this August. 

As a former senior officer for the university, I was directly engaged in lease negotiations 
with the Commission from 2011 to 2013, as well as for previous lease negotiations. 

These negotiations were long and tough but, in the end, the City, County, and State 
representatives on the Commission made the difficult but prudent decision to give USC 
full responsibility for the financial and operational viability of the stadium. With that 
responsibility came the right for USC to secure a naming rights partner for the Coliseum. 
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As engaged community leaders, you are aware of the dire straits in which the 
Commission found itself in the early 2010s. Coliseum management was mired in 
scandal. The Commission did not have the financial ability to fulfill its maintenance 
obligations for the facility. The Coliseum was deteriorating to the point where the 
structure was crumbling. This national historic landmark was literally at risk of joining 
the Roman Colosseum as an unusable ruin. 

The Commission itself spent the better part of a decade unsuccessfully attempting to 
secure a naming rights sponsor for the Coliseum, hiring consultants to market and sell the 
name—with no concern about omitting “Los Angeles” from the Coliseum name. The 
Commission’s efforts failed. 

Without a naming sponsor and with limited opportunities to lease or license the 
deteriorating structure, the Commission lacked the financial resources to maintain the 
stadium and was in breach of its lease obligations to the State and to USC, leading even 
USC to consider leaving the facility. It was at that crucial point that the Commission 
approached USC and asked the university to renovate and save the Coliseum for Los 
Angeles. 

USC has a unique relationship with the Coliseum. While the Rams, Raiders, Lakers, 
Clippers, UCLA Bruins, and numerous other teams had come and gone from the 
Coliseum and the Sports Arena - many of which left due to the challenges of doing 
business with the Coliseum Commission and the deteriorating facilities - USC stuck by 
the Coliseum. The university was a long-time resident in the community when the 
Coliseum was constructed across the street in Exposition Park. In fact, USC played the 
first football game ever held in the Coliseum when it opened in 1923. Much of USC’s 
athletic legacy is entwined with the Coliseum. That is why USC was compelled to 
remain as the Coliseum’s last and only permanent tenant, despite the challenges. 

With USC willing to assume operation of the Coliseum and the related responsibilities 
for renovation and maintenance, the parties undertook a painstaking process to negotiate 
lease tenns. The lease approval was a major public process spanning between 2012 and 
2013, with multiple public hearings held both by the Commission and the California 
Science Center, public postings of lease drafts, and multiple community outreach events. 
The Los Angeles Times, Daily News, Orange County Register, and local television and 
radio stations covered the process for months. 

USC ultimately agreed to renovate and maintain the Coliseum with relatively few 
conditions. An imperative, threshold condition was that USC could sell naming rights to 
the Coliseum, as well as other sponsor opportunities in and around the facility, to help 
fund the cost of renovation. I was present at every single negotiating session between 
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USC and the Commission, and the right to rename the Coliseum and sell sponsorships 
was a material tenn of the negotiations. Naming rights were critical to paying for the 
backlog of deferred maintenance, as well as for the restoration of the venue into a 
functioning facility for a Division I college football program and a stadium that Los 
Angeles could once again be proud of. The Commission agreed to that material tenn, 
giving USC naming rights so long as “Memorial Coliseum” was retained in the name to 
honor the veterans whom the stadium memorializes. 

As you know, the executed lease expressly designates USC as “the exclusive holder of all 
naming rights to the Coliseum”, says that ‘“Memorial Coliseum’ shall be included in any 
modified name for the Coliseum”, and even provides the example “after the granting of 
naming rights, the Coliseum might be identified as ‘The [Naming Right’s Sponsor’s 
Designated Title, Name, Tradename or Trademark]’ Memorial Coliseum.” This was 
fully consistent with the Commission’s prior efforts to sell the Coliseum’s naming rights, 
which are memorialized in the City of Los Angeles’ Sign District for the stadium with 
numerous exhibits depicting signs that state “ABCDEF Memorial Coliseum.” 

The lease also authorizes USC to change the existing peristyle sign to reflect a new name, 
stating “The existing sign ‘Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum’ and the Olympic rings shall 
remain in their current format and location on the outside face of the peristyle under the 
Olympic torch until such time (if any) as the name of the Coliseum is changed.” The 
lease provides further guidance on new peristyle signage, requiring that “the words 
‘Memorial Coliseum’ shall continue to be displayed in a manner no less prominent than 
the remaining words in the Coliseum name.” 

Following the execution of the lease in 2013, USC immediately began investing in the 
Coliseum, beginning with critical deferred maintenance repairs. With the guidance of 
historic consultants and input from the Fos Angeles Conservancy, the university then 
embarked on a $315 million renovation project - well beyond the approximately $70 
million in renovation obligations that are identified in the lease. USC also began 
pursuing the right corporate sponsor to help make the renovation possible. 

USC would have never undertaken such an ambitious project without relying on the right 
granted by the Commission to bring in a naming partner. As a private university, USC 
does not have access to public funds even though the Coliseum remains a public asset. 
USC cannot use tuition money or funds from any of its academic programs to pay for the 
renovation. This project, which is well underway and will be completed in August, must 
pay for itself from private donations and sponsorships. 

After extensive searching, USC found the perfect partner in United Airlines. Part of the 
allure for United was the opportunity to participate in the restoration of a historic national 
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landmark that also serves as a memorial to veterans. Many of United’s pilots are 
veterans, and with United’s continued investment in LAX, the sponsorship opportunity at 
the Coliseum was a natural fit. 

In reliance on and in strict compliance with the lease, the university entered into a naming 
rights contract with United Airlines to rename the Coliseum as the “United Airlines 
Memorial Coliseum” upon the completion of the renovation in August 2019. The 
consideration of $69 million for such naming rights makes United Airlines by far the 
largest partner and contributor to the Coliseum’s renovation. The naming rights 
agreement was announced at the project’s groundbreaking in January 2018. 

Commissioner Price and Commissioner Ridley-Thomas spoke at the celebratory 
groundbreaking event. When asked about the name change, Commissioner Ridley- 
Thomas remarked that it was “gratifying to know that this historic landmark will always 
retain ‘Memorial Coliseum’ as a part of its name.” 

Months after the groundbreaking, following a change in the composition of the 
Commission, USC learned that the Commission was rethinking the agreement and did 
not want the name of the Coliseum changed. This news came five years after USC and 
the Commission signed the lease giving USC the exclusive right to rename the Coliseum, 
almost a year after USC exercised those naming rights with a significant founding 
sponsor to help pay for the renovation, and after USC had spent more than $275 million 
of the $315 million cost to restore the Coliseum. This unexpected reversal harkened back 
to the previous challenges of working with the Commission. Mercurial changes by the 
Commission drove tenants away and now could jeopardize the funds necessary to 
complete the renovation. 

The stated justifications for this about-face are the Commission’s assertions that the name 
“Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum” is historic and therefore cannot be changed, that the 
public did not have an opportunity to comment on the naming rights, and that the new 
name disrespects veterans. None of these assertions is accurate. 

The Commission’s position today is a complete reversal of its position when it was itself 
trying to sell the naming rights. In fact, when the Commission executed the lease in 
2013, it determined that there was no significant impact, historic or otherwise, in 
allowing the name to be changed, because the Commission relied on a CEQA exemption 
to support its approval of the lease. Further, USC consulted three of the most respected 
historic resource consultants in the City of Los Angeles (Historic Resources Group, 
Architectural Resources Group and GPA Consulting) regarding whether changing the 
name on the peristyle from “Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum” to “United Airlines 
Memorial Coliseum” would materially impact the Coliseum’s historic significance. All 
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three consultants independently analyzed the issue, and each separately concluded that 
replacing the words “Los Angeles” with “United Airlines” on the peristyle would have no 
material effect on the Coliseum’s historic significance under applicable federal and state 
criteria, and reports from each of them have been submitted to the Commission. 

Naming rights were openly discussed during the public hearings, community outreach 
and newspaper coverage surrounding the approval of the lease. No public concerns were 
raised then, and no public outcry was sounded after the very public announcement in 
early 2018 that the Coliseum would be named the “United Airlines Memorial Coliseum.” 
The naming rights deal received extensive media coverage in Los Angeles and nationally, 
with highly favorable reporting. 

The 2013 Commissioners were emphatic that protecting the memory of veterans was 
paramount to them, which is why the lease agreement specifies that USC must keep 
“Memorial Coliseum” in the stadium name. USC welcomed this provision. USC has a 
long-standing commitment to veterans, and we honored that lease obligation with the 
name United Airlines Memorial Coliseum. USC has done - and continues to do - more 
for veterans than almost any other major institution in Los Angeles, from its “Business 
for Veterans” degree program to the USC Center for Innovation and Research on 
Veterans & Military Families at the Suzanne Dworak-Peck School of Social Work 
(including its Masters in Social Work with a Military Social Work concentration, with 
more than 1,500 graduates to date) to the campus Veterans Resource Center to the 
Unlimited-Unlimited Yellow Ribbon fellowship that allows eligible undergraduate 
veterans to graduate debt free, and, most recently, the opening of dedicated student 
veteran housing on campus. 

Restoring the Memorial Coliseum will honor veterans. USC and United Airlines are 
excited about the possibilities of a renovated stadium - from commemorative Memorial 
Day and Veteran’s Day events to on-site monuments, there are many opportunities to 
amplify the important role the venue plays in honoring veterans. 

The Commission’s new position regarding naming rights interferes with USC’s contract 
with United Airlines. Further, the Commission’s activities demonstrate a bad faith 
intention to breach the lease and will hamstring any future efforts to secure naming 
sponsors in the event United Airlines walks away from the deal. That would severely 
limit USC’s ability to raise the funds needed to complete the current renovations and to 
maintain the facility for the remaining lease tenn. This could return the Coliseum to its 
former state of underfunding and dilapidation. 
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USC looks forward to completing this important project - something that is made 
possible by the 2013 Commission’s foresight in recognizing that naming rights are 
critical to the financial feasibility of improving and operating this beloved historic venue 
- now, for the 2028 Olympics, and for years to come. 


Sincerely, 



Todd R. Dickey 

Senior Vice President Emeritus 

University of Southern California 

Cc: Mr. A1 Naipo, Chief Administrative Officer 

Sonia Chan, Commission Legal Counsel 
Scott Kuhn, Assistant County Counsel 
Noreen Vincent, Senior Assistant City Attorney 
Michael Custodio, Office of the City Attorney 


